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Believe it or not, we DON'T need to explain everything... 

 

The Beatitudes Jesus spoke at the Sermon on the Mount-- 

--contain NO imperative or exhortation, 

NO "let us go and do", 

NO ought, no must, no should--- 

 

--even as these words bring us into the realm of the HOLY, 

the TRUE, 

the RIGHT, and the GOOD. 

 

And, in the presence of the true and the good and the right,  

we can feel an imperative. 

It's like being in the presence of somebody extraordinary, 

somebody whose life COUNTS for something. 

 

You know that the world will be DIFFERENT because they lived! 

You spend an evening with a person like that, 

  and they don't have to say what we OUGHT to do---WE FEEL it! 

 

We go home, after being with them, feeling small and cheap-- 

and we PROMISE with high resolve that TOMORROW 

our life will amount to something MORE 

  than dealing with those questions: 

What shall we eat? 

And what shall we drink? 

And what in the world are we going to wear? 

 

The Beatitudes cast their blessing into the room. 

Nobody in particular, anyone, everywhere--all ages and places: 

They say their word--and the blessing goes to ANYONE within reach of it... 

...Blessed are the poor in spirit--whoever you are. 

...Bless are the meek--whoever, wherever. 

...Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after righteousness. 
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Notice how impersonal--and YET, personal; 

How scattered upon ALL of us those expressions are...? 

They need NO commentary. 

 

 

BUT…did you notice the CHANGE? 

There is, at the CLOSE of the Beatitudes--a remarkable SHIFT. 

After talking to everyone in general-- 

--"Blessed are the pure in heart" 

--"the poor in spirit" 

--"the peacemakers and the meek..." 

 

...THEN, it says in closing:  "And blessed are YOU..." 

Did you notice that? 

   "And blessed are YOU, when others revile you, and mistreat you, 

  and say things about you which are NOT true, for my sake." 

 

It's as though the writer knows that the ones who read this Gospel  

need a special word--a personal word--a "YOU" word. 

 

For the church is, at the time of the writing--under SEVERE circumstance. 

They are suffering great abuse and hardship. 

They are being reviled and exiled. 

They are targets of society-sanctioned violence. 

"Blessed are YOU..." 

 

In other words, the writer is very much aware 

that those to whom Jesus addresses....are VULNERABLE. 

 Jesus is talking to those who are pressed to the EDGE of their lives. 

 

 

* * * * * * * * * * * * 

 

Have you ever thought HOW MUCH of the teaching of Jesus 

is addressed to those who are so VULNERABLE? 

 

"If anyone strikes YOU on one cheek..." 

--Notice:  Jesus doesn't have any instruction for what YOU do 

after YOU strike someone else-- 

     --"If anyone strikes YOU on one cheek..." 

 

"If anyone forces YOU to go a mile..." 

"If anyone takes YOU to court to have your coat..." 

"If you are in the sanctuary worshipping and there remember--what? 
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--that YOU have something against another? 

No, no--"If there you remember a brother or sister 

has something AGAINST YOU." 

 

Have you ever noticed how much Jesus said was addressed to VICTIMS? 

 

MAYBE, that's because there were so many people who were so vulnerable. 

Living in a land under an army of occupation. 

Random, senseless acts of violence. 

Hostility--rape--assault. 

No rights at all--extreme poverty-- 

--and Jesus said:  "Blessed are ALL who are vulnerable..." 

MAYBE Jesus talked to victims of violence 

      and abuse, 

      and ostracism… 

…because THEY came close to Jesus. 

They heard in his voice, 

they saw in his face sympathy and understanding, 

and it ATTRACTED them to him. 

 

Maybe that's why Jesus spoke to victims so much— 

--they were the ones who were around! 

 

Maybe Jesus KNEW what we manage to forget: 

  there are MORE who are vulnerable 

    than it appears at any given time 

     or in any given room… 

 

It could be that they found Jesus ALSO...to be a victim. 

 

This One, who knew what it was to have someone else's spit run down his face... 

...to be cursed and lied about, 

...to be mistreated, slapped, mocked, 

...to be nailed up and made fun of, even as he DIED.  

MAYBE that's why they came:  Jesus is a kindred spirit. 

      He was a victim. 

 

But…that’s NOT how it was with Jesus. 

  Jesus had things done to him – horrible things, hateful things, 

   but he did NOT change who he was. 

    “Victim” in the end, did NOT define him. 

 

Through it all, Jesus embraced the DIGNITY  

he could claim as a child of God! 
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 * * * * * * * * * * * * 

 

In 1936, 27-year old James Agee spent the summer 

   living among sharecroppers in Northern Alabama. 

 

 The result was his book, Now Let Us Praise Famous Men. 

One of his descriptions was of a black man who worked at a saw mill. 

Middle-aged man—he worked at the saw mill— 

  --and most of his work consisted of taking care of the MULES. 

 

He was treated, in the 1930's, sort of like one of the mules. 

I think he probably got the SAME PAY as the mules. 

He was a TRAGIC figure--EXCEPT--four times a day: 

in the morning, 

in the evening, 

to start noon, 

and to close the noon hour-- 

 

--He walked over to a wire, hanging from machinery above, 

reached into the bib of this overalls 

and took out a dollar watch, 

fastened to his overalls by greasy shoestring... 

 

...And he looked at the watch--and grabbed the wire— 

--and on the tick of the hour:  he PULLED the wire, 

    and the saw mill whistle BLEW! 

And people started to work--or people stopped working. 

Or people took lunch break--or ended lunch break... 

 

And HE....pulled the wire! 

It was that simple act of pulling the wire that enabled him  

to go home at night and sit at the head of the table— 

--and command the respect of his daughters and sons! 

 

He was a VICTIM, no question about that. 

 He was a VICTIM--but he REFUSED to be a victim! 

 

* * * * * * * * * * * * 

Decades ago, Harvard psychologist Robert Coles  

gave a talk that was billed to be about vocation.   

    What he talked about was the importance of making decisions— 

--NOT about what we should do with our life, 

but what kind of person we should be.  

 

He told one story about a six year-old girl named Ruby.   
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She was one of three African-American children  

who were the first to be sent to previously white schools  

    when integration began in New Orleans.  

 

 Every day for months, escorted by a Federal Marshall,  

Ruby would walk past a screaming mob of people  

yelling all kinds of names at her  

and telling her they were going to kill her.  

They were there when she went to school  

and there waiting for her when she left.  

 

During these months Coles would ask Ruby the same question over and over,  

       and always receive the same answer.  

 

  "How are you doing Ruby?"  

"Fine." she would answer.  

 

And then one day Ruby's teacher noticed something  

as Ruby was walking past the mob.  

It appeared that Ruby was talking to the people in the mob.  

 

Coles questioned her.  

"Ruby, what were you saying to those people out there?"  

She responded, "I wasn't talking to them. I was praying for them."  

 

Coles was astonished. "Why," he asked  

"Why would you pray for those people?"  

"Because I should," said Ruby. 
 

"Do you always pray for them?" Coles asked.  

"Oh, yes, I pray for them every morning 

  and I try to remember to every afternoon,  

and when I say my prayers at night, too."  

 

And when he asked this six year old girl what she prayed, Ruby replied,  

 "I pray: 'God forgive them, for they know not what they do.'"   

 

Vulnerability can be fearful and confusing and uncertain. 

Vulnerability can make you feel so powerless 

 

…It can ALSO be the place where you come to understand that  

       YOU are a child of God. 

And you are BLESSED… 

   …because you are in that RIGHT PLACE… 
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      …hard and painful as it may be. 

 

* * * * * * * * * 

And this puts us in a difficult place: 

  How do we live a life of vulnerability, 

      whether we choose it or not— 

  --but NOT let that EITHER 

   make us passive in the face of injustice and hostility… 

   …but also NOT to strike back the way the world  

strikes at those who are vulnerable? 

 

In the garden, on the night of Jesus’ arrest, 

  Jesus was as open, as VULNERABLE as he ever was. 

 

 When they approached him to arrest him, his followers struck back. 

 

One of them struck the slave  (the vulnerable slave) of the high priest 

       and cut off his ear. 

 

And at that—Jesus—vulnerable, child of God, 

      child of hope, 

      child of LOVE Jesus, said: 

 

   “No more of this!” and he touched and healed the slave. 

 

“No more of this!” 

 We would do well to remember those words of Jesus 

     in all the vulnerable places of our life and world. 

 

You are in the right place when you are mourning the pain of this world… 

true mourning is hard! 

You are in the right place when you are POOR in Spirit -  

     open and VULNERABLE as you try to live 

          as a child of God. 

 

Look at our vulnerable world this morning:  

“No more of this!” 

 

  NO MORE taking the FEARS of our neighbors and friends 

     and using that FEAR to exploit an advantage; 

 

  and NO MORE of religious leaders on TV who say they 

     they follow vulnerable Jesus 

   using religion to stir up hate and enmity in the name of some 

           invulnerable truth. 
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No more of this! 

 

 NO MORE of blaming the vulnerable for every bit of their vulnerability; 

 

A decade ago in Atlanta, when it came out that there were  

a handful of folks on public assistance living in a luxury apartment  

building in a wealthy part of the city,  

a group of local homeowners became outraged.   

 They didn’t want their property values going down  

so they demanded a public hearing. 

 

The first person to go to a microphone was a young mother  

with a baby on her hip.   

She shared how, when she found out she was expecting,  

the father of her baby took the car and left her – with nothing.  

 

She got job as a maid in one of the local motels. 

 She told the hearing that if she didn’t have the apartment,  

she couldn’t have the job.   

And if she didn’t have the job she couldn’t feed her baby.   

So she pleaded at that hearing for the assistance to continue. 

 

The very next person to the microphone was a homeowner who said that  

 he and his wife had poured their life savings into their home  

     and they wanted their investment protected.   

He turned and looked at the young mother and said,  

 “I understand how you feel,  

 but I earned mine and you’re going to have to earn yours.”1 

 

Can we say No more to this division – this talking past each other, 

     as we are swallowed by fear and pain? 

 

 NO MORE… 

 

These BEATITUDES tell us that we are in the WRONG PLACE… 

   …if we let that happen to the vulnerable, 

       to the searching, 

  to those who just want to live their lives, 

     given to them by God, 

      named by God as precious and loved 

     in this world that God created and redeemed. 

 

In that garden that night, Jesus and all his followers 

     were so exposed, so vulnerable, so persecuted. 
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 What was the way forward? 

    They did NOT rush to embrace their victimhood. 

    But NEITHER did they strike back, 

       to give up their vulnerability. 

 

They wanted to stay in the right place – HARD as it was –  

   to be blessed – to be in that right place –    

       even as they were persecuted… 

 

* * * * * * * * * 

 

It is important--if the shade of difference is NOT too subtle-- 

--it is VERY IMPORTANT for us to say: 

“Jesus called to himself those who were VICTIMS.” 

 

But it is NOT RIGHT to say:  "Jesus called us to BE victims." 

That is NOT right... 

 

In the garden that night, Jesus reaffirmed the dignity and grace of God 

    when he said “No more of this!” 

     and stopped the violence of his own followers   

   as he stood up to the taunts and threats 

        of those who came to take him. 

 

This was familiar terrain for Jesus, for he had said: 

 

"If anyone slaps you on one cheek, don't slump in the corner and say 

'I belong to the company of the slapped,' 

"You turn the OTHER cheek 

as a way of taking control of your life in God's image-- 

Take the initiative with DIGNITY...." 

--"But Jesus, we're VICTIMS!" 

 

"If anyone....if an oppressive soldier says to you-- 

'HEY YOU take my pack and carry it a mile...' 

When you get to the END of that mile---carry it ANOTHER!" 

 

--"But Jesus, we're so VULNERABLE---we shouldn't have to do that, 

we didn't do anything wrong...! 

 

"If you're in worship, and while you are offering your gift at the altar 

  and you remember that somebody has something AGAINST YOU-- 

--you leave your gift at the altar, 

--GO, take initiative--live into the DIGNITY of God's intention, 
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and make it RIGHT....THEN come back..." 

 

 

 * * * * * * * * * * * * 

 

"But Jesus, you surely know what it's like to be a VICTIM— 

YOU were vulnerable!" 

They spit on you. 

They slapped you. 

They abandoned you. 

 

They made you suffer injustice. 

They left you to die in agony in your own blood. 

They crucified you. 

 

"Jesus, you know what it's like to be a victim- 

-weren't YOU a VICTIM?" 

 

And Jesus said:  "No, NO, a thousand times---NO!" 

 

“But they took your life...” 

“OH NO they didn't. 

   Oh NO they didn't! 

   No one TOOK my life....I GAVE...my life,” Jesus said. 

 

“…I GAVE my life.” 

 

Amen. 
 

 

1 1 From a sermon preached by Dr. Tom Long, “Amazing and Uncomfortable Grace,” found at 
http://www.30goodminutes.org/index.php/archives/23-member-archives/183-thomas-long-program-4902. 
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